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ABSTRACT
Online reputation systems have evolved to increase our knowledge of sellers, products, services, and other individuals in the 
electronic setting of the Internet.  Evidence from prior studies suggests that the feedback individuals provide through 
reputation systems in the form of numerical ratings, a given number of stars, and text commentary should alleviate an 
element of uncertainty when interacting in the online environment.  However, the user of the feedback must believe that the 
feedback is trustworthy.  To our knowledge, no studies exist which examine the role of trust with regard to the consumer’s 
intention to use feedback from reputation systems.   As online interactions increase, mechanisms for reputation in this context 
continue to grow in importance.  This study will endeavor to address a significant gap in current literature to examine how 
trust impacts the user’s intention to use feedback from online reputation systems.
Keywords
Reputation Systems, Feedback, Disposition to Trust, Trustworthiness, Institution-based Trust, Subjective Norm, Intention-to-
use.
INTRODUCTION
Reputation systems are digitized word-of-mouth networks that allow individuals to rate, rank, or provide feedback with 
regard to their online experiences for the benefit of others (Dellarocas, 2003; Jøsang et al., 2007). In the physical world, 
reputation is built over time by the actions in which we engage with a relatively small homogeneous group of people or 
organizations (Resnick, 2000).  Similarly, online reputation systems are designed such that the ratings and rankings we assign 
to entities and individuals are allowed to aggregate, providing a long-term view of an entity’s performance or behavior.  
Thus, we are able to generate an apparatus that closely resembles reputation in the general sense. However, the sheer scale of 
the Internet complicates our concept of reputation wherein we interact with a host of organizations and individuals that are 
unknown to us in a traditional sense; therefore, our abilities to utilize traditional judgment methods are impaired (Dellarocas, 
2003; Resnick et al., 2000).  Hence, the opinions of those who have come before us take on an added element of importance.  
The use of feedback from reputation systems suffers various complexities.  For example, the granularity of feedback across 
reputation systems has been identified as important for both the use of feedback as well as the contribution of feedback 
(Miller et al., 2005; Vannoy et al., 2007).  However, Vannoy et al. (2007) found that the form of feedback is widely varied, 
ranging from simple numeric ratings as found on eBay’s Feedback Forum to the rich written feedback provided by 
Amazon.com’s Customer Reviews.  Furthermore, the format of feedback about the same type of product, service, or 
individual may vary across disparate reputation systems.  Given the lack of commonality in feedback across disparate 
systems, the user has difficulty in transferring the meaning of feedback from one system to another.
Jøsang et al. (2007) suggest that reputation systems can address information asymmetry in the online environment.  In the 
Internet setting, the consumer has no opportunity to see or touch a product before paying for it; therefore, the risk in the 
transaction falls to the consumer.  Reputation systems can address this inequity by allowing previous consumers to leave 
feedback about past experiences.  Thus, reputation systems seek to address the development of trust in online environments 
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(Yu and Singh, 2002; Belanger et al., 2002). However, studies show that often feedback is positively skewed (Miller et al., 
2005).  People may hesitate to leave negative ratings for fear that their input is not anonymous or secure (Ismail et al., 2006; 
Khopkar et al., 2005).  Additionally, people often fail to leave any feedback due to lack of incentive to do so (Miller et al. 
(2005).  Thus, the feedback upon which individuals depend to make decisions might provide a distorted view of past 
experiences.  The question then becomes whether a potential consumer can consider the feedback trustworthy in the context 
of an impending purchase.  
Four out of five Internet users identify trust as key to their online decision-making process (Princeton Survey Research 
Associates, 2002).  Furthermore, Lee and Turban (2001) found that lack of trust was the most commonly cited reason 
consumers do not shop on line.  Interestingly, Tan and Thoen (2001) found that when the consumer perceives some measure 
of control over the transaction, their perceived risk in the transaction is reduced.  The information provided through 
reputation systems feedback takes some of the control away from the seller and places it in the hands of the consumer.  Thus, 
the consumer is alleviated from complete reliance upon the seller, with some measure of the trust necessary to facilitate the 
transaction being transferred to the reputation system’s feedback.   Clearly, trust in the online context is a subject that is 
important to both academic research and to the practitioner community.
The broad research question of interest in the current study is as follows:  What is the role of trust in the user’s intention to 
use feedback from reputation systems?  In this study we endeavor to understand the factors relating to an individual’s use of 
the feedback and ratings provided by others through reputation systems. We examine the trust literature and develop a model 
to explore factors that influence the use of feedback from reputation systems. In the next section, we discuss the literature 
review and the constructs used in our theoretical model. 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH MODEL
A thorough literature review in the context of trust, trust in e-commerce, and trust in reputation systems has been conducted.
Trust has been examined across many disciplines, including management, psychology, sociology, and e-commerce (Butler, 
1991; Corazzini, 1977; Lewis and Weigert, 1985; McKnight et al. 2002; McKnight and Chervany, 2002; Muir, 1994) and in a 
myriad of ways with little agreement or cohesiveness amongst the trust measures (McKnight and Chervany, 2002).   
Recently, efforts have been made to provide consistent measures for trust in the online context that build upon a solid and 
theoretical foundation and that have been validated through empirical analysis (McKnight et al., 2002; Pavlou and Gefen, 
2004).  
Surprisingly, given the importance of the use of feedback from reputation systems, no studies have been identified in the 
literature that have examined user trust of feedback or that have attempted theory development in this context. Table 1
provides a comprehensive overview of the model’s constructs, construct definitions, construct references, and the research 
focus of the studies from whence the constructs derive.  As indicated by Table 1, the majority of online trust studies have
used B2C e-commerce as their research focus, with no studies having reputation systems as their research focus.  Our 
literature search also found studies in the context of B2B and C2C e-commerce.  The Other research category in Table 1 
includes studies in virtual communities, peer-to-peer, as well as seminal theoretical articles on trust.  
Model Constructs
Disposition to Trust
Disposition to trust has been identified in the e-commerce literature as particularly important in the online context (Gefen, 
2000; McKnight et al.  2002a; Salam et al., 2005). Salam et al. (2005) suggest that some consumers have greater disposition 
to trust in general and are therefore more likely to trust a Web vendor despite the limitations imposed by the Internet 
environment. 
McKnight et al.  (1998; 2002) suggest that faith in humanity (we generally assume others are forthright and dependable), and 
Trusting stance (we assume that if we treat others as if they are forthright and dependable, we will experience better 
outcomes) (Riker, 1971) are integral to disposition to trust.  In general, disposition to trust refers to a person’s propensity or 
tendency to believe in the positive attributes of others. This personal trait is especially important in the initial stages of any 
relationship (Mayer et. al., 1995, McKnight et. al., 1998). Disposition to trust should positively influence perceptions in the 
institutional setting (Gefen, 2000; McKnight et al., 2002).  Thus, as suggested by McKnight et al. (2002), our research model 
posits that disposition to trust is an antecedent to institution-based trust and perceived trustworthiness of reputation system 
feedback.  
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Table 1.  Model Constructs, Definitions, References, and Research Focus
User Confirmation/Disconfirmation of a Reputation System
Expectation Confirmation Theory (ECT) posits that satisfaction depends on the extent to which consumers perceive their 
initial expectations of a service to be confirmed or disconfirmed during actual use (Oliver, 1980).  In the e-commerce context, 
expectations in ECT refer to consumers’ beliefs about the potential utility that can be derived from an e-commerce based 
service.  In the context of a reputation system, a user will have expectations of the system’s effectiveness and qualities. With 
the actual use of the reputation system there will be confirmation or disconfirmation of expectations. ECT is deemed 
appropriate for this study as it has been validated across a wide range of information systems use behaviors (Bhattacharjee, 
2001). 
Experience with Reputation Systems
Agarwal and Venkatesh (2002) found that a web user who is familiar with a particular website has clearer and better 
understanding of the content, organization, and browsing procedures of the website than individuals who are unfamiliar with 
the site. These findings can be extended towards reputation systems as they are often part of a host website.  We posit that 
familiarity with a reputation system(s) will affect a person’s trust towards reputation systems, as the person will perceive 
interaction with reputation systems to be proper and normal.  Therefore, our research model suggests that experience with 
reputation systems will have a positive relationship with each of the sub-constructs that make up Reputation System Trust.
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General Web Experience
Blau (1964) suggests that experience with an object increases trust in that object.  Thus, McKnight et al. (2002), posit that if a 
person has experience using the Internet, that experience will provide the person with a feeling that the Internet’s 
environment is proper and normal. In applying this idea to our research model, it is logical to assume that a person who is 
familiar with the Internet environment will have a propensity to trust in the situations and structures of the Internet.  
Therefore, our research model posits that General Web Experience is an antecedent to Perceived Trustworthiness of the 
Internet.
Institution-based Trust
Zucker (1986) suggests that institution-based trust must be present when people attempt to operate within an impersonal and 
unfamiliar environment.  McKnight et al. (1998) describe two dimensions of institution-based trust:  structural assurance and 
situational normality.  Structural assurance posits that the presence of institutions such as rules and regulations that promote 
safety and security will increase trust in an environment wherein people are unknown to one another.  Situational normality 
suggests that an environment is in proper order, and by being so, the environment is conducive to trust and therefore, 
successful interaction is possible within that environment.  
Due to the importance of trust in the impersonal environment of the Internet, structural assurance and situational normality in
institution-based trust have been adapted toward investigations of trust within the e-commerce context.  McKnight and 
Chervany (2002) describe institution-based trust as central toward the success of e-commerce transactions and posit that the 
assumptions of legal and regulatory protections for the consumer are integral to the formation of trust.  Ratnasingam and 
Pavlou (2002) describe structural institution-based trust in the context of B2B e-commerce as technology trust, which 
encompasses trust engendered via the presence of technical standards, security, and other protective mechanisms.  Keen et al. 
(1999) suggests that emphasis upon structural characteristics of the Internet such as technical and safety mechanisms will 
positively influence trusting beliefs in the online context.  In applying the concept of situational normality to the Internet 
environment, McKnight et al. (2002) suggest that situational normality is high when the consumer perceives the Internet 
environment to be in good order and that in general vendors in the environment are competent, benevolent and have integrity.  
Institution-based Trust Sub-constructs
Pavlou (2002) suggests that Zucker (1986) approaches institution-based trust from the general construct perspective 
incorporating certifications and escrows, and McKnight et al. (1998) from the general sub-construct perspective of structural 
assurances and situational normality.  Within these contexts, Pavlou suggests there is a need to design specific constructs that 
constitute institution-based trust.  Following this logic, we have defined Reputation Systems Trust within the purview of 
Institution-based trust.  Reputation Systems Trust comprises three specific sub-constructs:  Perceived Reputation System 
Quality, Perceived Reputation System Effectiveness, and Perceived Trustworthiness of Reputation System Host.  We define 
Perceived Trustworthiness of Internet as a sub-construct within the boundary of institution-based trust, as it is a general 
construct toward the institutions found generally within the Internet.  We posit that Perceived Trustworthiness of Internet 
leads to Reputation Systems Trust and each of its sub-constructs.  Each of these sub-constructs is grounded in and builds 
upon prior work with regard to institution-based trust.  
Perceived Reputation System Quality derives from McKnight et al. (2002) who suggest that people make trust-related 
assumptions based upon their perceptions.  The user’s perception of quality will impact his or her trusting beliefs; thus, a user 
will be more likely to trust and therefore use a site that is perceived to be of high quality.  Pavlou and Gefen (2004) suggest 
that it is important to evaluate the user’s perception of the effectiveness of institutional mechanisms.  In the context of this 
study, effectiveness can be described as the degree to which the user perceives that the ratings and feedback mechanisms of 
the reputation system are capable of providing reliable, useful, and dependable ratings and feedback, and the degree to which 
a user believes that enforceable, cost effective mechanisms are in place that provide recourse to the user in the event of 
disputes or problems.  Therefore, Perceived Reputation System Effectiveness will be included as sub-construct of institution-
based trust in the current study.  Pavlou and Gefen (2004) and McKnight and Chervany (2002) suggest that in the online 
context, unknown parties often draw trust through their association with a trusted entity.  In the current study, the assumption 
is made that institution-based trust in a reputation system can derive from the trust a user holds in the reputation system’s 
host.  Therefore, Perceived Trustworthiness of Reputation System Host will be utilized as a sub-construct in institution-based 
trust in the current study.  Finally, Perceived Trustworthiness of the Internet is treated as a sub-construct of institution-based 
trust in the current study.  The trust the user has in the structural and situational soundness of the Internet itself is the 
foundation for institution-based trust in the online environment (Keen et al., 1999; McKnight, 1998, 2002; Pavlou and Gefen, 
2004).  
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Perceived Trustworthiness of Feedback
Several studies exist have looked at such issues such as free-riding behavior on reputation systems, which is defined as a 
willingness to use feedback but not contribute feedback (Jøsang et al., 2007), the effectiveness of the feedback in 
differentiating between high and low quality sellers in online marketplaces (Pavlou and Dimoka, 2006), the effectiveness of 
online consumer reviews on purchasing intention (Park et al., 2007), and the propensity of an individual to accept online 
advice (Briggs et al.,  2002).  Additionally, studies exist which suggest users are more willing to trust consumer-generated 
feedback as opposed to expert- or seller-generated feedback (Dellarocas, 2003; Riley, 2006).  However, a review of the 
literature indicates no current research which measures the users’ perceived trustworthiness of the feedback of reputation 
systems.  Given this gap in current literature, we have adopted the stance taken by Park et al. (2007), which suggests that the 
quality and the quantity of feedback will indicate the trustworthiness of feedback.  Additionally, we agree with Briggs and 
Burford (2002) that information quality and the degree to which the user can personalize the information will positively 
influence an individual’s perception of the trustworthiness of online advice.  Therefore, in the context of this study, we posit 
that Perceived Trustworthiness of Feedback is an antecedent to Trusting Beliefs in a reputation system.
Trusting Beliefs in a Reputation System
In general, trusting beliefs can be defined as the trustor’s perception that the trustee shows attributes such as those which are 
beneficial to the trustor. McKnight et al. (2002) have defined trusting belief as competence, benevolence and integrity in the 
context of e-commerce and web vendor.   Competence addresses the consumer’s perception of the vendor’s ability to 
complete the transaction.  Benevolence refers to the consumer’s belief that the vendor cares about its customers and will act 
in their best interests.  Integrity refers to the consumer’s belief in the vendor’s honesty in keeping commitments.  As these 
characteristics have been defined in a very generic way for e-commerce and web vendor, they can be applied towards the 
trusting beliefs in reputation systems.   We posit that Trusting Beliefs in a Reputation System is antecedent to Intention to 
Use Feedback from the reputation system.
Subjective Norm
Ajzen and Fishbein (1973) describe subjective norm as “the actor's belief about the likelihood that members of a given 
reference group expect him to perform the behavior in question” (pg. 43).  The Subjective Norm construct has been utilized 
frequently in studies of information systems in general (Hartwick and Barki, 1994; Karahanna et al., 1999; Venkatesh et al., 
2003) and in studies of online interactions in particular (Hansen, 2004; Song and Zahedi, 2005; Yoh et al., 2003).  
Furthermore, studies have found Subjective Norm to be an important predictor of intentions to use a system (Hu et al., 2003; 
Riemenschneider et al., 2003; Venkatesh and Morris, 2000).  These findings indicate that users who have regular interactions 
with referent others who use reputation systems will be more receptive to the use of reputation systems themselves.  The 
current study incorporates the Subjective Norm as defined by Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 1975; Fishbein, 1967), and suggests 
that the individual’s intention to use information from reputation systems will be influenced by the opinions of those who are 
important to him or her.  As such, our research model posits that increasing Subjective Norm influences will lead to increased 
intention to use feedback from the reputation system.
Intention to Use Feedback from Reputation Systems
Relying upon the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1980), it can be posited that trusting beliefs lead to 
trusting intentions. McKnight et al., (2002), extended the subjective measures of trusting intention specifically for the e-
commerce domain. The proposed measures are: provide the vendor personal information, engage in a purchase transaction, 
and act on vendor information. We propose intention to use feedback to make decisions as the subjective measures of trusting 
intention for the reputation systems.  In the context of our study, we posit that the constructs in our model will lead to a user’s 
intention to use feedback from reputation systems.
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Research Model
Figure 1 below provides a graphical depiction of the constructs and relationships in our research model.  
Figure 1.  Model for Intention to Use Reputation Systems Feedback
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
The present study will empirically evaluate trust with regard to the user’s intention to use feedback from reputation systems.  
Survey data will be statistically analyzed to test the research model. The research design will require that participants explore 
certain reputation systems prior to completion of the survey.  It is conceivable that some individuals have never visited a 
reputation system. Additionally, reputation systems are designed toward a myriad of uses.  Therefore, to control for the type 
of reputation system viewed as well as to provide knowledge of reputation systems in general, participants will be directed to
three particular reputation systems and asked to examine the feedback as if they were shopping to purchase a particular
product.  The types of feedback the participant will examine will include star rating, numerical rating, and/or written 
feedback. Users will then be asked to indicate their intention to use the feedback from that particular reputation system for the 
product under consideration.
Instrument Development
The model constructs will be operationalized using items measured on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree.” Measurement items will be adapted from existing literature where possible and modified 
toward the reputation systems context. At least three items per construct will be included for adequate reliability, as 
recommended by Nunnally (1978).
As most items can be adapted from existing IS literature, the proposed instrument will have nomological validity (Straub, 
1989). However, as the items have been developed in the context of e-commerce transactions, our challenge will be to adapt 
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the measures toward use of feedback from reputation systems specifically and to statistically assess the convergent validity, 
reliability, and discriminant validity of the scales in a new context. The preliminary instrument will be pilot tested and 
reviewed by faculty and doctoral students for clarity.
Data Collection
Approximately 200 graduate and undergraduate students in a North American university will be asked to participate in the
study on a volunteer basis. In order to motivate participation in the survey, the respondents will be offered two incentives: a 
monetary award that will be raffled among the participants, and a report that will summarize the results of the study.
CONCLUSION AND CONTRIBUTIONS
Existing literature has emphasized the importance of feedback in the Internet environment (Dellarocas, 2003; Resnick, 2000).  
Current studies have shown that increasing numbers of people are using customer feedback in their buying decisions (Riley, 
2006).  Furthermore, the effect of reputation information on trust formation has been examined across several decades and in 
different streams of research (Zucker, 1986; Ba and Pavlou, 2002; Pavlou and Gefen, 2004).    While much work has been 
done that examines the role of trust in the context of e-commerce transactions, to our knowledge, this study will be the first to
examine the role of trust in the context of the use of feedback from online reputation systems and to provide theory 
development within this context.  
This study aims to make three contributions.  First, we present a trust model that is based upon a solid foundation of existing 
literature; however, our model recognizes that trust in user feedback from reputation systems is a very different phenomenon 
than trust in other contexts, such as e-commerce based transactions. McKnight and Chervany (2002) suggest that trust is a 
highly complex phenomenon that benefits from a logical set of related constructs, and Pavlou (2002) suggests there is a need 
to design specific constructs in the context of the phenomenon under study. Our study meets both of these directives by 
providing a theoretically grounded research model built within the unique context of reputation systems.   Second, to our 
knowledge, our study will be the first to empirically examine trust factors in the context of using feedback from reputation 
systems.  Third, as stated earlier, customer feedback is taking on an increasingly important role within the Internet 
environment.  Our study will increase understanding of the drivers behind use of feedback.  Such understanding should 
influence design as well as marketing and promotion issues.   
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